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The Effects of Emerging Adulthood on Stress and Depression
Christine Cusack & Christopher Merchant, Ph.D.
Northeastern Illinois University
Abstract
Many historical theories of development have evolved based on the premise that a person's identity is formed during adolescence. Upon reaching
the age of 18, that person is identified as an adult and expected to have achieved a healthy identity. More recent studies suggest that a person
continues to develop their identity well into their twenties. This age range is characterized by constant change, instability, and exposure to life
stress events. Additional data shows that some people in this cohort do not consider themselves to be an adult, a se if-classffication that creates
stress and decreased mental health. Researchers are now considering this age range to be an extended period of development termed "emerging
adulthood." Individuals who perceive themselves to still be developing during this stage (perceived emerging adults) are at higher risk of identity
crisis, stress levels, and depression. In order to advance interventions and treatment plans for individuals in this cohort, it is important to
understand the impact that this developmental period has on stress and depression. The purpose of this thesis was to investigate the impact that
perceived emerging adult status had on mental health. Fifty adults (age 18-25) were surveyed on self-classification as an adult, life stress events,
identity status, and depressive symptoms. It was found that there was a significant relationship between perceived adult status and certain life
events, such as having children, being married, or living outside the parents ' home. No significant relationship was found between emerging
adult status and identity status. Additionally, it was found that age and life stress was negatively correlated for emerging adults but not for
perceived adults, indicating that life stress eased with age. Finally, for emerging adults but not perceived adults, stress level was positively
correlated with depression.

Introduction
Over sixty years ago, Erik Erikson
(1950) proposed that individuals formed
their identity during adolescence and were
considered adults at the end of this period.
James Marcia expanded on this by
developing four identity statuses: identity
achievement, foreclosure, identity diffusion,
and moratorium (Adelson, 1980). Marcia
(1966) defined these modes in terms of the
presence or absence of a crisis, or decisionmaking period, and the level of
commitment, or personal investment,
regarding occupation and ideology. Identity
moratorium, specifically, suggests an
identity crisis (Marcia, 1966).
The
development of these statuses as a
methodological device provides for a greater
variety of approaches to the issue of identity,
whereas Erikson's theory is a simple
comparison of identity versus identity
confusion (Adelson, 1980). Recent studies
have investigated these two theories,
proposing that identity development
continues into a person's mid twenties
(Arnett, 2000). In fact, several studies have
found that some people in this age range
(age 18-25) do not consider themselves to be

adults, creating a source of stress and
decreased mental health as a result (Frye &
Liem, 2011; Nelson & Barry, 2005). Many
researchers are now considering this age
range to be an extended period of
development termed "emerging adulthood"
(Frye & Liem, 2011; Schwartz, 2007;
Schwartz et al., 2011). The self-perception
of adult status combined with continuing
development has been found to be a major
factor in the advance of depressive
symptoms (Frye & Liem, 2001; Schwartz et
al., 2011).
Stress from life events has been a focus
of many previous studies. Holmes and Rahe
(1967) conducted research on various life
events and their impact on physical health.
Their findings uncovered a list of life events
(e.g. marriage, divorce, financial difficulties)
that negatively impacted physical health.
Because many of these life stressors
coincide with the developmental period of
emerging adulthood, the question of how
these life stressors impact emerging adults
becomes critical. Stress may be particularly
prominent for emerging adults due to the
transitional nature of their lives during this
period (Asberg, Bowers, Renk, &
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McKinney, 2008). The plethora of life
changes that emerging adults face may result
in reduced social support (Cohen, Kasen,
Chen, Hartmark, & Gordon, 2003). Because
previous research has found that social
support is connected to psychological wellbeing and adjustment, it is important to
consider the transitive relationship between
emerging adult status and mental health as
moderated by social support (Asberg et al.,
2008; Galambos, Barker, & Krahn, 2006).
Asberg et al. (2008) found that the
experience of stress for emerging adults is
related to their adjustment during this
period, suggesting that stress from negative
life events is related to mental health.
Determining the relationship between life
stressors and depression in emerging
adulthood could add new insight into
understanding this developmental period.
In order to encourage personal
development, promote well-being, and to
prevent severe depressive symptoms, it is
important to understand this developmental
period and the impact that it has on mental
health, specifically depression. Previous
research has investigated each of these
variables (emerging adulthood, identity
status, life stressors, and depression)
independently (e.g. Arnett, 2000; Frye &
Liem, 2011; Nelson & Barry, 2005;
Schwartz et al., 2011), but no studies have
considered the implication of the
relationships among all of these variables.
Understanding how each of these variables
affects a young adult could allow for
innovative new interventions and better
treatment options for emerging adults.
Thus, the purpose of the current study was
to examine the relationship between life
stressors during emerging adulthood and
identity status. Furthermore, this study
examined the relationship between life
stressors and depression among perceived
emerging adults. It was predicted that
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individuals who do not perceive themselves
as adults during this period, considered
"emerging adults," would experience higher
levels of identity moratorium and higher
levels of stressors, which would lead to
greater levels of depressive symptoms.
Self-report data has strongly indicated
that there is a significant population of
people in young adulthood who do not
identify themselves as adults (Nelson &
Barry, 2005). This ambivalence about adult
status is reflected in the transitional nature
of this developmental period. The time
between a person's late teens and early
twenties is no longer considered a brief
transitional period, but instead is
characterized as a distinct period of change
and exploration (Arnett, 2000). While some
consider marriage, completion of education,
or starting a career to be markers of
adulthood, others suggest that this period of
exploration continues into the early twenties
of a person's life (Nelson & Barry, 2005).
Emerging adulthood is characterized by
unpredictability and instability as a result of
the experimental and exploratory quality of
this time in life (Arnett, 2000). Regardles
of a person's age, many people report th
they feel they are an adult when they hay
met the criteria that are socially recogniz
as important markers for adulthood (Nelso
& Barry, 2005). However, emergin
adulthood introduces different degrees
difficulties for different groups, with so
individuals reporting minimal difficulti
while others experience substan
difficulties in establishing their identi
(Schwartz et al., 2011). Arnett (2000) ar
that emerging adults are in an explorat
period regarding love, work, worldvie
and their future. Different directions are
possible, as the future has not yet
decided (Arnett, 2000). This suggests
emerging adulthood is a time of opportum
but may also be challenging for
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individuals who do not possess the
necessary support to navigate the path to
adulthood.
Emerging adults do not classify
themselves as adolescents, but they also do
not identify themselves as adults (Arnett,
2000). They may have left adolescence, but
have not fully entered adulthood. They are
experiencing the autonomy of adulthood
(living alone, financial responsibilities,
becoming sexually active), but because they
have not yet started a family or completed
their education, they have not yet abandoned
the frivolity of adolescence (Frye & Liem,
2011). It has been found that a person's
perception of the self as an adult concurs
with making progress toward identity
resolution (Nelson & Barry, 2005).
Schwartz (2007) found that a sound and
synthesized sense of self is important to
positive functioning in the world, as well as
avoiding psychological stress and negative
behaviors. In a study by Nelson and Barry
(2005), results indicated that individuals
who perceived themselves to be an adult
displayed a better sense of their overall
identity, were less depressed, and exhibited
less risk taking behavior.
Identity formation has been the topic of
many developmental theories.
Marcia
(1966) defines identity as an existential
place; it is an internal organization of one's
needs, abilities, and self-perceptions.
Identity can be defined by four distinct

statuses: identity achievement, foreclosure,
identity diffusion, and moratorium.
Individuals who have navigated a decisionmaking period and are pursuing occupations
and ideological goals that are self-chosen
would be considered Identity Achievements
(Adelson, 1980). Foreclosures are those
individuals who are committed to
occupational and ideological goals, but these
lids were chosen by their parents rather

than self-chosen. Identity Diffusions are
people who have no set direction regarding
occupation or ideology, and Moratoriums
are those who are struggling with
occupational and ideological concerns and
are in an identity crisis (Adelson, 1980).
Additional studies have found evidence that
Marcia's concept of moratorium is a
prevalent identity status for emerging adults
(Nelson & Barry, 2005; Schwartz et al.,
2011). Moratorium suggests a state of
exploration with little commitment to
personal ideology and is evident in emerging
adults (Nelson & Barry, 2005; Schwartz et
al., 2011). This stage is characterized as a
state of crisis; the individual's commitments
are either missing or loosely defined
(Marcia, 1966). Erikson (1950), like
Marcia, suggested that psychosocial
moratorium is a time that is designated for a
person to develop their sense of identity.
This prior research suggests that the distinct
development period termed "emerging
adulthood" includes an active exploration of
the self and identity. Thus, the current study
examined this period of development and
the relationship to identity moratorium.
While previous studies may have
established the link between emerging
adulthood and identity moratorium (Nelson
& Barry, 2005; Schwartz, 2007; Schwartz et
al., 2011), few have investigated how this
process of identity development relates to
stress levels. The course of establishing
one's identity can involve overcoming
insecurities and negative self-perception,
overcoming separation anxiety, and
increased loneliness as individuals begin to
leave home without having formed other
committed relationships (Nelson & Barry,
2005). It has been suggested that emerging
adulthood is a period of ongoing adjustment
(Frye & Liem, 2011). It is important to
consider how this prolonged adjustment
might relate to stress levels. The many life
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transitions that are central to early adulthood
are also considered to be some of the most
stressful events in life. In a groundbreaking
study, psychiatrists Holmes and Rahe (1967)
found that life stressors contribute to
physical illness. According to the Holmes
and Rahe Stress Scale, many of the
following critical life events coincide with
the period of emerging adulthood: marriage,
change in financial state, change to a
different line of work, a large mortgage or
loan, outstanding personal achievement,
begin or end school/college, change in living
conditions, change in residence, change in
school/college, and several more (Holmes &
Rahe, 1967). Each of these events predicts
an increase in stress levels. Thus, the
current study explored the relationship that
increased stress levels have with identity
development.
Previous studies have established the
developmental concerns with emerging
adulthood in relationship to identity. There
also exists a concern with how that identity
formation, when combined with adult
experiences and expectations, influences an
individual's state of mental health. Studies
have found that those individuals identified
as emerging adults have also reported
moderate levels of depressive symptoms
(Nelson & Barry, 2005). Results of a study
by Frye and Liem (2011) supported the
concept that emerging adulthood is a varied
period of development with respect to
depressive symptoms. Nelson and Barry
(2005) also found that emerging adults
reported higher levels of depressive
symptoms than individuals who labeled
themselves as adults. Thus, there is
evidence to support the notion that the lack
of formalized identity and sense of being an
adult that are prevalent within emerging
adulthood lead to depression. While many
studies have focused on the impact that
emerging adulthood has on depression, few
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studies have examined life stressors in
emerging
adulthood.
relation
to
Consequently, the current study examined
the correlation between life stressors and
depression in emerging adults.
The current study explored the concept
of emerging adulthood among 18-25 year
olds with respect to identity development,
life stressors, and depressive symptoms.
The following hypotheses were tested:
H1 : Individuals who self-identify as an
emerging adult will be associated with
higher incidences of identity moratorium
than perceived adults.
H2: Individuals who self-identify as an
emerging adult will be significantly
associated with more life stress events and
higher overall scores on the life stres
measure than perceived adults.
H3:
Higher life stress scores fo
emerging adults will result in higher scor
on the depressive symptoms measure.
H4: Emerging adult status will relate
the level of depressive symptoms.
H5: The relationship between emergin
adult identity status and depression will
less significant when the level of life s
is controlled for.
Method
Participants
Students in the psychology depa
at Northeastern Illinois University (NE
participated in this study. Students ran
in age from 18 years to 25 years
Students volunteered to participate in
survey through the NEIU SONA s
The target number of participants w
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students. Participants received extra credit
in psychology courses for their participation.
Measures
Background information. Participants

were asked to provide demographic
information that specified their age, gender,
marital status, employment status, and
ethnicity. This also included a question that
determined whether participants perceive
themselves as an adult. The following item
was used within the questionnaire: "Do you
think that you have reached adulthood?"
Participants' response options included yes,
no, in some respects yes, or in some respects
no. This method of self-classification has
been used in previous studies (Arnett, 1997;
Nelson & Barry, 2005).
Identity status. Participants completed

the 28-item Extended Objective Measure of
Ego Identity Status — Revised (EOM-EIS;
Bennion & Adams, 1986). This scale is
among the most commonly used measures
of identity status. The EOM-EIS assesses
identity status across eight domains
(occupation, religion, politics, philosophical
life style, friendship, dating, sex roles, and
recreation) and four identity categories
(identity
achievement,
moratorium,
diffusion, and foreclosure). The EOM-EIS
contains 28 items with 7 items measuring
each identity status (summed across all
domains).
Participants were asked to
indicate the degree that a statement reflected
their personal thoughts and feelings (e.g.,
"My parents know what's best for me in
terms of how to choose my friends") and
rated each of the items on a 6-point Likerttype scale ranging from strongly agree to
iningly disagree. This test determined
identity status for participants via a
tion
technique.
Each
t's four status scores were adapted
standard raw scores, and the status with

the highest standard score was the
participant's identity status. Bennion and
Adams (1986) determined that the test was
based on evidence of validity and reliability.
Additionally, the test shows good internal
consistency as well as discriminant,
convergent, concurrent, and predictive
Scores for Cronbach Alpha
validities.
ranged from .58 to .80 (Bennion & Adams,
1986).
Life stressors. Participants completed a
combined version of the 43-item Holmes
and Rahe Social Readjustment Rating Scale
(SRRS) and the 45-item Holmes-Rahe Life
Stress Inventory for Young Adults (Holmes
& Rahe, 1967). The two scales were
combined to form a scale with no overlap
questions. This scale lists 45 life events
(e.g., "death of a spouse" and "job change")
and assigns a Life Change Unit (LCU) value
to each item (e.g., death of a spouse = 100
LCU). The total score was calculated with a
higher score indicating higher levels of life
stress.
Depressive symptoms. Participants
completed the 20-item Center for
Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale
(CES-D; 20 items; Radloff, 1977). This
scale was developed by the National
Institute of Mental Health as a measure to
identify depressive symptoms in adolescents
and adults. Participants were asked how
often they had felt a certain way (e.g., "I was
bothered by things that don't usually bother
me") and to rate each of the items on a 4point Likert-type scale ranging from rarely
or none of the time to most or all of the time.
Some items were reverse coded so that a
higher score would indicate higher levels of
All items were
depressive symptoms.
summed to form a single score for
depression. Radloff (1977) found the scale
to be acceptable for use in both general and
clinical populations. Measures of

51

MPS I Emerging Adulthood, Stress, & Depression I Cusack & Merchant I Pg. 47-63

coefficient alpha for internal consistency
ranged from .84 to .90. Additionally, the
CES-D scale was found to have discriminant
validity based on correlation with several
other scales ranging from .15 to .38
(Radloff, 1977).
Procedure
Data was collected by the researcher in a
classroom at NEIU. Students were able to
sign up online for participation in the study.
The researcher explained the process and
asked participants to sign an informed
consent form. Participants were informed
that they could stop at any time, and they
were ensured that their answers would be
kept confidential. Upon completion of the
survey, participants were thanked, debriefed
on the purpose of the study, and given
course credit via the NEIU SONA system.
Additionally, every participant was given a
card for the University Counseling Office
and advised to seek their services if they
became concerned about their mood or
emotional state.
Analysis
Variables.
Independent variables
included status as a perceived emerging
adult and identity status. Emerging adult
status was any participant in this age range
who did not self-identify as an adult, and
perceived adult status was any participant
who self-identified as an adult. Identity
identity
achievement,
was
status
moratorium, diffusion, or foreclosure.
Dependent variables included identity status
(dependent upon emerging adult status), life
stressors (dependent upon self-classification
as emerging adult), and depressive
symptoms (dependent upon emerging adult
status, non-identity achieved status and life
stressors).
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Coding. For emerging adult status, the
researcher specifically asked the participant
if they perceived themselves to have reached
adulthood. If the participant responded with
any answer other than yes (no, in some
respects no, in some respects yes), they were
collapsed into a single group and coded as
If they
"perceived emerging adult."
responded "yes," they were coded as
"perceived adult."
To code for identity status, participants
were measured on a categorical scale based
on their results to the identity measure.
Depressive symptoms and life stressors were
each measured on an interval ratio scale.
Higher scores on these indicated greater
presence of depressive symptoms and life
stressors, respectively.
Statistics. Data was first examined to
determine if the distribution was normal. It
was assumed that the depressive symptoms
and possibly life stressors scores would be
negatively skewed. Appropriate statistical
analyses were used for skewed data. Chisquare analysis examined the relationship
between perceived emerging adult status and
identity status. Further, a T-Test was used
to examine the relationship between
emerging adulthood and life stressors (the
number of life stress events and the overall
life stressor score). Pearson correlation was
used to determine the relationship between
the number of life stressors and depressive
symptoms, as well as the overall level of life
stress and depression. To test the final
hypothesis, a stepwise linear regression was
used. In the first step, identity status was
regressed onto depression scores to see if it
was an independent predictor of level of
depression. In the second step, level of life
stress was added to determine if emerging
adult identity status remained a predictor of
depression when levels of life stress an
controlled for.
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Hypotheses. It was predicted that the
independent variable of perceived emerging
adulthood would impact the dependent
variables of identity status and life stressors
in the following ways: (1) self-classification
as an emerging adult will be associated with
higher incidences of identity moratorium,
and (2) self-classification as an emerging
adult will be significantly associated with
more life stress events and higher overall
life stress scores. It is predicted that the
independent variables of life stressors will
impact the dependent variable of depressive
symptoms in the following way: (1) higher
life stressor scores will be correlated with
higher depressive symptoms scores. Lastly,
it was expected that the overall level of life
stressors would mediate the relationship
between emerging adult identity status and
depressive symptoms scores. Specifically,
the relationship between emerging adult
identity status and depression would be less
significant when the level of life stress is
controlled for.
Results
Descriptives and Distribution
In order to determine if the dependent
variables were normally distributed, the
frequency of the life stress and depression
scores were examined. The distribution of
the stress scale scores was negatively
skewed (M = 315.58, SD = 211.87). The
distribution of the depression scores was
also negatively skewed (M = 12.24, SD =
6.99). Stress was non-normally distributed,
with skewness of .925 (SE = 0.34) and
kurtosis of .236 (SE = 0.66). Depression
was non-normally distributed, with
skewness of 1.151 (SE = 0.34) and kurtosis
of 1.80 (SE = 0.66).

Demographics
A Chi-square was used to determine the
distribution of each variable across
emerging adult status (See Table 1). There
was no significant difference between
emerging adults and perceived adults for all
variables except relationship status, having
children, and living arrangements. There
was a significant difference in relationship
status across conditions (x2 (4) = 17.06, p =
.00), with 80% of the 5 married subjects
being perceived adults and 91% of the 23
single participants being emerging adults.
There was a significant difference in having
children across conditions (x2 (1) = 19.70, p
= .00), with 100% of the subjects with
children being perceived adults. There was
a significant difference in current living
arrangements across conditions (x2 (3) -25.40, p = .00), with 94% of the 36 subjects
living with parents being emerging adults
and 83% of the 6 subjects living with a
significant other being perceived adults (See
Table 1). Lastly, there was a significant
negative correlation between age and
emerging adult status (r = -.35, p = .01). A
T-test showed that there was a significant
difference in age for perceived adults (M =
22.91, SD = 2.12) and emerging adults (M =
21.36, SD= 1.66); t(48) = 2.57,p = .01.
The Effects of Emerging Adult Status on
Identity
The first hypothesis tested was:
Individuals who self-identify as emerging
adults will be associated with higher
incidences of identity moratorium.
Specifically, of the 39 subjects who selfidentified as emerging adults, 39% were in
identity moratorium and 27% of the 11
subjects who self-identified as perceived
adults were in identity moratorium. In both
groups, subjects were most often classified
as identity achievement. Specifically, 56%
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of emerging adults were in identity
achievement and 46% of perceived adults
were in identity achievement. A Chi-square
test found no significant differences in the
effect of emerging adult status on identity
status (x2 (3) = 2.07, p = .56; See Table 2).
The Effects of Emerging Adult Status on
Life Stress
The second hypothesis tested was:
Individuals who self-identify as emerging
adults will report more life stress events and
higher overall scores on the life stress
measure. The results revealed that emerging
adults did not experience larger numbers of
life stress events than perceived adults. The
majority of emerging adults experienced
fewer than 7 life stress events (49% of the
39 emerging adults), while the majority of
perceived adults experiences 7-13 life stress
events in the last 12 months (46% of the 11
perceived adults; x2 (2) = .57, p = .75). In
fact, there were no significant correlations
among the variables for the overall sample
(See Table 3).
When evaluating overall life stress
scores, results indicated that perceived
adults were experiencing higher levels of
stress (M = 388.45, SD = 265.61) than
emerging adults (M = 295.03, SD = 193.25).
A T-test showed that the overall differences
were not significant (t(48) = 1.30, p = .20).
In contrast, there was a significant negative
correlation between age and life stress for
emerging adults (r = -.35, p = .03), but not
for perceived adults (r = -.11, p = .75; See
Table 4).
The Relationship Between Depressive
Symptoms and Life Stress
Subsequently, the next hypothesis tested
was: Higher life stress scores for emerging
adults will result in higher depression
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scores. A Pearson Correlation test found no
significant relationship across emerging
adult status between depressive symptoms
and life stress (r = .24, p = .10). However,
when emerging adult status was split it was
found that there was a significant correlation
between life stress and depression for
emerging adults (r = .42, p = .01). This
correlation did not exist for perceived adults
(r = -.40,p = .23).
The Relationship Between Emerging
Adult Status and Depression
The hypothesis addressed was:
Emerging adult status will relate to the level
of depressive symptoms. Results revealed
that there was not a significant relationship
between emerging adult status and
depression (t(48) = -.86, p = .40).
Controlling for the Level of Life Stress
Subsequently, the final hypothesis to be
The relationship between
tested was:
emerging adult identity status and
depression will be less significant when the
level of life stress is controlled for. The
current study was unable to test this
hypothesis due to the lack of a significant
relationship between emerging adult status
and depression.
Discussion
Summary
As noted previously, there was a
significant difference between emerging
adults and perceived adults for three specific
demographic milestones: relationship
status, having children, and living
Participants who were
arrangements.
married or had children were more likely to
be perceived adults than emerging adults
while participants who lived at home with
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their parents were more likely to be
emerging adults than perceived adults.
While the current research did not find a
significant difference in identity status based
on emerging adult status, patterns of data
suggested that people in this age range were
most often in identity achievement, but both
groups also showed a large portion in
identity moratorium suggesting that this is a
transitional developmental period.
There was a significant negative
correlation between age and emerging adult
status and a T-test confirmed that the overall
differences were significant. This indicates
that the younger subjects in this age range
are more likely to self-identify as emerging
adults than the older participants. Moreover,
there was a significant relationship for
emerging adults between life stress and
depression, although this relationship did not
exist for perceived adults. This indicates a
moderational effect between stress and
depression for emerging adults. Lastly,
there was no significant relationship
between emerging adult status and
depression. There was, however, a negative
correlation between age and life stress for
emerging adults but not for perceived adults.
This suggests that the level of stressful
events that an emerging adult experiences
decreases as they get older, but the amount
of stressful events that perceived adults are
exposed to seems to be more constant, once
again signifying that perceived adults are
more stable in their lives than emerging
adults.
Explanation of Results
Comparing the results of the current
study directly to the studies by Nelson and
Barry (2005) and Schwartz (2007), the
relationship between identity status and
emerging adult status was not as significant
as in previous studies. Although the results

were not significant, the patterns of data in
the current study suggest that a large portion
of people in this age range (regardless of
emerging adult status) did appear to be in
identity moratorium (although the majority
were identity achievement). Moratoriums
are those people who are in a state of
identity crisis as they struggle with
occupational and ideological concerns; this
identity status suggests a state of exploration
that is characterized by minimal
commitment (Adelson, 1980; Nelson &
Barry, 2005). As Erikson (1950) suggested,
this is an indication that the person is still
developing their sense of identity. This may
indicate that the navigation of this
developmental period is more critical in
determining identity status than whether or
not a person self-identifies as an adult.
Additionally, the current study supports
previous studies (Adelson, 1980) regarding
identity achievement and individuals who
are pursuing occupations and ideological
goals that are self-chosen. The fact that all
participants in the current study were college
students is possibly an indication that they
have already navigated this challenge and
have chosen their occupation and set goals.
Subsequently, the current findings of a
negative correlation between age and
emerging adult status demonstrates that
people are still exploring their identity past
adolescence and may not immediately
identify as an adult at the age of 18, which
complements previous findings (Arnett,
2000; Frye & Liem, 2011).
The significant difference between
emerging adults and perceived adults for
three demographic milestones is an
indication that certain life events play a
major role in the self-perception of adult
status. Participants who were married or
had children were more likely to consider
themselves adults, while those who were
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still living at home with their parents were
more likely to regard themselves as
emerging adults. This tendency towards
emerging adult status for those still living at
home with their parents may be a result of
the fact that these young adults have not
taken on the challenge of financial
independence, suggesting that being
financially responsible for oneself is a
marker of adulthood for many. Considering
the recent life events that many participants
had newly endured, it is possible that the life
events characteristic of this age range have a
significant impact on the formation of
identity. When a person is faced with
adversity or challenge and must navigate
and overcome it, there is potential for a
rapid maturation. These life events may be
responsible for the self-perception as an
adult, as well as the commitment that is
necessary for a person to advance from a
state of moratorium to a state of identity
achievement.
Finally, the current study found a
correlation between life stress and
depression for emerging adults that did not
exist for perceived adults. This suggests that
those who self-identify as emerging adults
have a stronger response (via depressive
symptoms) to stressful events than perceived
adults do. This also suggests that emerging
adults are less able to manage the stressors
that they are faced with, and depression
becomes a result of potentially inadequate
coping mechanisms. Because of their lack
of commitment to occupational and
ideological matters, they are less able to
positively cope with stressful events in their
life and are more likely than perceived
adults to respond to stressful events with
higher levels of depressive symptoms. In
addition, the current study found a negative
correlation between age and life stress for
emerging adults but not for perceived adults,
signifying that the level of life stress events
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that an emerging adult experiences
decreases as they get older. This further
supports the notion that this age range (1825) is a transitional period marked with
change and challenge. Conversely, the
current study did not support previous
studies (Frye & Liam, 2011; Nelson &
Barry, 2005), which found that emerging
adults report moderate levels of depressive
symptoms.
This, in tandem with the
findings regarding life stress and depression
for emerging adults, suggests that there is a
moderational effect between stress and
depression for emerging adults.
Conclusion
There were several limitations in this
study, including the small sample size, high
percentage of female participants, and
potential confounding variables.
The
location of the testing and the time of day
may have impacted the results of the study.
Some participants were tested at night and
towards the end of their classes while others
may have been in the middle of their day.
This may have presented a distraction for
them. The study was not able to control for
history effects, which could have an impact
on the participants' opinions of the
researcher or the surveys completed based
on gender stereotypes.
Because the
participants were psychology school
students who were aware that they were
participating in an experiment, participant
effects may have altered their responses and
therefore impacted the internal validity of
the study. Conducting this experiment in a
classroom setting similar to a laboratory
setting may have compromised the external
validity of the experiment, as well as using
only Northeastern Illinois psychology
students who were mostly female who may
not be a valid representation of the
population.
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Moreover, there were several concerns
with measurement validity. Coding for
identity status proved to be an issue based
on several participants who were nondiscriminating when completing the identity
status measurement. The life stress measure
was a combination of the adult version and
the non-adult version, which created
complications in interpreting the source of
the stress.
Regarding the depression
measure, there were questions that were
potentially interpreted differently by
participants, which could have created
inconsistencies in the overall depression
scores. Additionally, the depression scores
and the stress scores were negatively
skewed, however this was assumed at the
beginning of the study because of the
involvement of nonclinical participants. The
ability to find significance even within a
small sample such as this does strengthen
the likelihood that this would be found in the
larger population. While the skewness of
the data does potentially weaken the ability
to generalize the data, it does not undermine
the validity due to the nature of the variable
itself.
Suggestions for future research include
larger sample size and control of
confounding variables such as gender and
participant effects.
Conducting the
experiment with multiple schools (public
and private) and community programs
would provide a random sample and
potentially a larger sample. Utilizing a more
valid and consistent life stress measure
would allow for more confidence in the data.
The stress measure used only calculated the
quantity of specific life stress events and did
not measure the amount of stress that an
individual person feels based on these
events. This additional measurement may
have provided more insight into a potential
relationship between emerging adult status,
depression, and life stress. Lastly, future

studies should include a larger sample along
with either data correction or inclusion of a
clinical sample for comparison in order to
adjust for the skewed distribution of the
depression and stress scores.
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Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of the Total Sample and Emerging Adult Status
EMERGING
ADULTS
n = 39
78%
21.36 (1.66)

PERCEIVED
ADULTS
n = 11
22%
22.91 (2.12)

21.70 (1.87)

Male

10

1

22%

Female

29

10

78%

White/Caucasian

18

5

23

Asian-Pacific Islander

2

1

3

African American

3

1

4

Other

16

4

20

Hispanic origin

18

3

21

Non Hispanic origin

20

8

28

Single

21

2

23

In a relationship

16

3

19

Married

1

4

5

Living with partner

1

1

2

Divorced or separated

0

1

1

46%

0%

5

Age (years; mean (SD))

TOTAL
N = 50
100%

Gender

Race (%)

Relationship Status

Have children
Employment Status
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Full time

7

4

11

Part time/casual job

22

4

26

Home maker/not currently employed

10

2

12

Volunteer

0

1

1

Full time student

23

6

29

Living alone

1

3

4

Living with parents

34

2

36

Living with a room mate

3

1

4

Living with a significant other

1

5

6

Yes

0

11

11

No

3

0

3

In some respects yes

34

0

34

In some respects no

2

0

2

Current Living Arrangements

Do you feel you have reached adulthood?

Note: *No significant differences were found for the demographic variables between emerging
adult status and perceived adult status, except for relationship status (12 (4) = 17.06,p = .00),
have children (12 (1) = 5.73, p = .00), and current living arrangements (12 (3) = 25.40, p = .00).
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Table 2
Identity Status Scores by Emerging Adult Status
Emerging Adult Status

N

M

SD

3

20.56

4.01

Identity Foreclosure

2

17.97

6.22

Identity Moratorium

12

24.05

5.22

Identity Achievement

22

28.97

5.11

N

M

SD

1

23.00

4.82

Identity Foreclosure

2

17.45

7.38

Identity Moratorium

3

24.36

5.16

Identity Achievement

5

28.45

4.25

Identity Diffusion

Perceived Adult Status
Identity Diffusion
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Table 3
Correlation Matrix for Key Study Variables: Overall Sample
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

1. Age
2. Life Stress Events

-.22

3. Stress Scale Score

-.17 .95**

4. Depression Score

-.09

.22

.24

5. Identity Diffusion

-.20

-.01

.03

.01

6. Identity Foreclosure

.01

-.23

-.21

-.26

.06

7. Identity Moratorium

.02

.07

.05

.13

-.01

.14

8. Identity Achievement

.11

-.10

-.09

-.16

-.18

.17

-.30*

9. Emerging Adult Status -.35* -.11

-.19

.12

-.24

.03

-.03

Notes: * = p < .05; ** = p < .01
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Table 4
Correlation Matrix for Key Study Variables by Emerging Adult Status

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

1. Age

-

-.11

-.04

.15

-.63*

-.30

.02

.06

2. Life Stress Events

-.34*

-

.98** -.35

.38

-.16

-.34

.09

3. Stress Scale Score

-.35* .95**

-

-.40

.27

-.15

-.31

.87

4. Depression Score

-.10

.35*

.42*

-

.13

-.65* -.13

-.18

5. Identity Diffusion

-.18

-.18

-.14

.03

-

.12

-.11

-.38

6. Identity Foreclosure

.15

-.25

-.24

-.20

.05

-

.16

-.00

7. Identity Moratorium

.01

.18

.17

.18

.01

.13

-

-.02

8. Identity Achievement

.16

-.13

-.14

-.17

-.13

.22

-.36*

Notes: * = p < .05; ** =p < .01; correlations above the diagonal are for perceived adults, below
for emerging adults.
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